Specijalna edukacija i rehabilitacija (Beograd), Vol. 15, br. 3. 305-327, 2016. The main limitation to the current study is the sample (only health care students). Future studies should include assessment of perceived stress levels and their relation to study variables.
INTRODUCTION
There are numerous periods in life that represent a psychological transition from one established context into another, all of which are generally accompanied by a state of increased stress and decreased well-being due to the adjustment to norms, expectations and social networks (Mikal, Rice, Abeyta & DeVilbiss, 2013) . Such a period is time spent at university. Demanding academic requirements combined with psychosocial characteristics of this developmental stage can represent a significant source of stress for young people during their studies. Previous findings proved this to be particularly true for students of health professions (Baldassin, Alves, Andrade & Martins, 2008; Kaya, Genç, Kaya & Pehlívan, 2007) .
Among other things, a high prevalence of depression and anxiety was reported in this population, with the average values of psychological distress being consistently higher than the ones in the general population of their peers (Dyrbye, Thomas & Shanafelt, 2006; Knežević, Jović, Rančić & Ignjatović-Ristić, 2012 ). In addition, the frequency of emotional exhaustion and burnout symptoms is higher in medical profession compared to the average value of other professions, and can be detected in 50 per cent of medical students, with a rising frequency rate during the course of studies (Backović & Jevtić, 2012) . There is further evidence of a positive correlation between the low level of emotional stability and oversensitivity to stress with the level of depression in the said population (Bunevicius, Katkute & Bunevicius, 2008; Dahlin, Joneborg & Runeson, 2005) . What is also significant is that health care students use specific health services to a lesser extent in comparison to the general population, despite relatively easy access to it . The reason why medical workers avoid seeking medical help is closely connected to the viewpoint reflecting the idea that mental problems are taken as a sign of weakness, which therefore could have further implications to career and professional development .
Due to the reasons previously stated, it is critical to review forms of reaction and means of stress reduction that health care students employ. This paper is part of a broader study which has investigated stress reduction strategies in health care students2. After the initial results were delivered, it was noted that a growing number of university students resorted to Internet resources when looking for a solution to a problematic/stressful situation or simply spent time on the Internet when they wanted to turn their thoughts away from everyday problems (Jović, Hinić, Ignjatović-Ristić, . It was at that point that we developed the idea to look at the reasons why university students are attracted to the Internet, and why they would rather decide on that stress management strategy than ask for help, for example, from their family and friends.
Motivation for media use
As stated before, although there are numerous stress reduction strategies, in this paper we will focus on the growing use of media for that purpose. The increasingly widespread availability and improved technologies provide a richer experience, greater comfort, expressivity and interactivity of online communication (Hinić, 2014) . Nowadays, the vast majority of college students have been using online social-networking sites for a considerable time, and also for gratifications such as making new friends and keeping in touch with the old ones (Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008) .
According to the Uses and gratifications theory (Ruggiero, 2000) , people use media either for content gratifications (learning, entertainment), or for process gratifications (experience of the media usage, playing with the technology, browsing) (Stafford, Stafford & Schkade, 2004) . The third possible motivational line is social gratification arising from consumer use of the Internet as a social environment (Stafford et al., 2004) . According to the mood management theory, media consumption can also temporarily reduce negative effects of stress by replacing anxious thoughts with other contents, as well as changing negative affective states to neutral or even positive states (Zillmann, 1988 Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000) . It is quite common for university students to meet friends through online social media and also to seek support in response to stress, particularly students studying away from home (Mikal & Grace, 2011) . Previous studies have shown a significant association of Internet health information use and perceived stress among college students (Fogel & Israel, 2009) . Online support groups, psychological assessment, counselling and Internet-based/ supported therapy may be a useful means of stress reduction (Barak & Bloch, 2006) . Online support groups enable people in distress to find others with similar needs and problems, to share feelings and information, provide advice, and develop a sense of a support, which is related to a participant's subsequent level of distress (Barak & Dolev-Cohen, 2006) . Online social networks cluster together different possibilities, and thus enable their users to derive simultaneously not only social support, advice, service information, but also entertainment and leisure contents (Hinić, 2014) . This is the reason why it is essential to commence some research into the influence of this type of Internet interaction on the user's stress. This extensive study in particular had the aim to identify specific characteristics of Internet use in health care students who use the Internet as a means of stress reduction. The second part of the study had the goal to determine which specific characteristics of Internet social networks the participants use as stress reduction strategies, which is its most important contribution in comparison to other similar studies.
METHOD Sample
The main criterion for the recruitment in this study was whether a student actively uses the Internet, and two groups of participants were formed accordingly: stress group (the participants who stated that they consciously use the Internet to alleviate the consequences of stressful experiences), and control group (the participants who claimed not to resort to the Internet when under stress, but rather use other strategies for stress reduction). The total of 231 health care students from the University of Kragujevac were recruited for this part of the study, 34% males and 66% females, with the age range of 19-30 (M=22.44; SD=2.09). There were no significant differences between the control and stress group with respect to the sociodemographic characteristics. In this study we included university students attending first year of study, because during these early months students tackle with numerous challenges, such as developing a new social network, separation-individuation, keeping up with academic work in a new environment; hence this period is seen as a major transition of emerging adulthood (Mattanah et al., 2010 ). Fourth year of study was chosen since some findings suggest that medical students show an elevated level of stress at the transition from basic-to-clinical training and during the later years of studying (Helmers, Danoff, Steinert, Leyton & Young, 1997).
The participation in the study was voluntary, anonymous, and the informed consent was provided.
Procedure and instruments
In the current study, we have included standard questions about sociodemographic features (sex, age, economic status, residence etc), and administered a questionnaire by which specific habits on the Internet, social networks and online applications use were analysed (Hinić, 2008 ). This questionnaire included items which were to determine the duration of the participants' Internet experience (expressed in years), average number of hours spent online weekly, average number of hours on social networks weekly, categories of online contents and activities. We examined how often the participants use the thirteen types of online contents (among others: sports, music, sex, arts, politics, computers), and ten specific online activities (email, chat, social networking, gaming, network search, download and others), which have proved to be the most frequent in previous studies (Hinić, 2008) . The participants used a self-reported scale (a six-point Likert scale ranging from 0 -not at all to 5 -several hours every day) to rate the intensity of their average weekly online activities and online contents search.
In the end, we also added several questions, in which the participants expanded on their reasons for using social networks and other applications, how often they displayed online behaviour different from their typical behaviour in reality, and whether they expressed disagreement and verbal aggression more easily through the Internet and social networks.
There are findings suggesting that adolescents who use the Internet excessively also consume alcohol and other psychoactive substances excessively (Ko et al., 2006) . For this reason we have also included questions whether they use alcohol, sedatives and other psychoactive substances when under stress.
RESULTS

Time spent online
Individuals who report the Internet as a means of stress reduction spend considerably more time online than other Internet users (F(229)=4.233, p<0.001, eta 2 =0.073); the situation was similar as regards online social networks (F(196)=3.469, p<0.001, eta 2 =0.031). On average they actively spend seven hours a week online (five hours on social networks alone), whereas an average Internet user spends approximately five hours, out of which three are spent on social networks 3 . Within the group who uses the Internet for stress reduction, students living in dormitories spend considerably more time on social networks than others. No differences were found according to the remaining demographic characteristics.
In the control group, males spend considerably more time on the Internet per week, and those with a low economic status significantly less.
Online contents and activities
The Internet contents subscale showed a satisfying internal consistency, both in the control and stress group (α=0.86, and α=0.79). The same is applicable to the Internet activities subscale (α=0.84, and α=0.83).
A statistically significant difference between these two groups was found with respect to using some of the specific online contents. The items on the scale were consequently factor-analysed, using the Principal Component Analysis (Varimax rotation with Kaiser Normalization), and three factors were extracted, which explained 58% of variance. Preliminary analyses showed a completely identical distribution of the items in both groups. Therefore, for easy reference, we have singled out the data applicable to the whole sample. First factor is comprised of the information relevant to practical needs and entertainment activities. Second factor may be described as pertaining to business interests, and third specific interests predominant in male population. A statistically significant difference between these two groups was found with respect to using some of the specific online activities. The items on this scale were also factor-analysed, using the Principal Component Analysis (Varimax rotation with Kaiser Normalization). In contrast to the previous analysis presented above, the distribution of the factors differed in these two groups. 
Hinić, D., Jović, J., Ignjatović Ristić, D.: Characteristics of Internet use as a means of perceived stress reduction in health care students
Whereas the activities directed at a practical gain and fun were divided in the stress group, in the control group these two dimensions merged into one. We did not, however, analyse differences in scores in extracted factors between the two groups because we believe it is more insightful to analyse differences in individual online contents and activities since specific differences may be lost by grouping some of the contents/activities.
The reasons for using social networks and applications
With regard to social relations, an important finding is that the individuals who use the Internet for stress reduction go out and make friends (47%) considerably less (c 2 (1)=7.331, p<0.01, Phi=0.187) when under stress, then the other group (60%). Nevertheless, the difference was within a low impact according to Phi values.
Although the majority use chat and social networks primarily for communicating with friends and relatives, the participants who use the Internet for stress reduction also use the Internet more often for meeting new people (40 Interestingly, there were no differences found in the participants' answers to the question whether they express disagreement more easily through social networks (c 2 (2)=4.507, p>0.10) or verbal aggression (c 2 (2)=2.675, p>0.10), nor how often they display behaviour different from their typical behaviour in reality (t(229)=1.437, p>0.01).
There was not a sufficient number of the participants who stated to use sedatives and other similar psychoactive substances when under stress so as to perform proper analyses. However, the analysis showed that the participants using alcohol as a means of stress reduction use the Internet significantly more for the same purpose (t(229)=3.649, p<0.001).
DISCUSSION
Previous research has extracted three dimensions of Internet use, predominantly common among all Internet users regardless of intensity of use (Hinić, 2008) . The first dimension refers to using the Internet with an aim to access up-to-date and useful information (with regard to school and work for instance), and it is based on instrumental needs. The second dimension is conceptually broad and entails a need for information in relation to entertainment/leisure, hobbies, sports, sexual contents, music, popular culture and art. The third dimension is founded on social motives, it encompasses various forms of social interaction, such as emailing, chatting, forums, and social networks.
We obtained a similar structure in our study, especially in the stress group, while in the control group some categories of online activities were clustered. In accordance with our factor analysis results concerning online activities (Table 6) , it becomes apparent that students who use the Internet as a means of stress reduction use the Internet for emotional (e.g. entertainment and leisure), instrumental (e.g. gathering of useful information for practical purposes), and social support (social interaction). Contemporaneous studies report that entertainment, surfing the Internet and playing games are the contents and activities important for reducing stress levels (Leung, 2007) . Despite the fact that different studies report different forms of social support, the most frequent online support features were desire to acquire a sense of community, need for information, and ability to "co-cope" with others and sensitive issues (Mikal et al., 2013) .
As regards concrete contents, the participants belonging to the stress group are increasingly consuming electronic contents related to popular culture, sex and music. They also spend considerably more time on social applications, such as chats, forums, discussion groups or some social networks, most frequently Facebook, where they frequently have more than one profile. Although there are three clearly extracted dimensions of Internet use, the stress group differs from nonstress group mostly regarding categories which pertain to emotional and social dimensions. This is in line with the existing results which indicate that less commonly reported gratifications include learning about events, sharing information, academic purposes (Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008). Our findings suggest that the Internet may be rather used as a means for achieving emotion-focused and avoidance strategy than problem-focused stress coping strategy.
Social and emotional gratification of media use
Mood management is the most prominently cited emotional gratification of media use (Hinić, 2014) . People will seek media as regulation for or distraction from their bad mood. An overview of research on emotional gratifications of media use shows that emotions can be gratifying on different levels, ranging from simple hedonistic gratifications to more complex gratifications, such as the satisfaction of social and cognitive needs (Bartsch & Viehoff, 2010) . For example, television viewers under stress more often consume contents with elements of entertainment, humour and games (Zillmann & Bryant, 1985) , which has been confirmed by our participants who more often use the Internet to avoid monotony or distract their thoughts from negative contents of reality.
The Internet has become a widely used resource for obtaining social support and relations. The most important Internet activity serving the function of stress reduction in adolescents is chatting (social interaction), considerably more than online games, which were expected to have a similar role (Leung, 2007) . According to the social compensation theory (Jochen, Valkenburg & Schouten, 2005) , the mentioned functions are particularly important to persons who may thus reduce the consequences of insufficient social support, which has been confirmed in several studies of Internet behaviour (Bodroža, Jovanović & Popov, 2008; Leung, 2002) . A low level of social support increases a risk of depression for more than ten times in students of medicine (Jeong et al., 2010) , especially in students living away from their parents (Roh, Jeon, Kim, Han & Hahm, 2010) . Avoidance of these very consequences may be the reason why the students living away from home in our study (in the first place in dormitories) use social networks more.
Very popular gratifications for having social network accounts to keep in touch with old friends, with current friends and finally to make new friends, indicate that users meet their social needs through virtual communities and online services (Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008) . Although the Internet is still predominantly used as a means of communication with family and friends, the students who use the Internet as a means of stress reduction use broader aspects of this medium, mainly for widening their social support networks (meeting new people or potential partners).
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Lonely and socially anxious adolescents more often communicate through the Internet with people they do not know from the real world (Gross, Juvonen & Gable, 2002) , whereas individuals who use avoiding strategies for stress reactions in reality consume entertaining contents on the Internet more (Seepersad, 2004) . Let us remind ourselves that in our study the individuals who used the Internet for stress reduction reported that they go out and make friends considerably less when under stress than persons who do not use the Internet for stress reduction. The fact that Internet users can anonymously or even under a different identity discuss the very stressogenic situations which they are exposed to, by visiting forums, chat rooms or online communities, and thus significantly reduce internal tension (Amstadter, BromanFulks, Zinzow, Ruggiero & Cercone, 2009; Eichhorn, 2008) .
A variety of research programmes suggest that many individuals find it difficult to obtain proper support from friends and family (Wright, 2010) . Individuals may feel more comfortable to share with individuals with whom they do not share overlapping relationships, but similar concerns, interests, and similar problems (Wright, 2010) . People that we share weak ties with (somewhat limited social interaction with no strong emotional involvement) are also in a better position to provide objective, disimpassioned feedback on our problems. Pieces of advice that may be particularly useful can be taken from those individuals who have already gone through similar stressful situations.
These findings are somewhat in contrast to our participants' responses who stated that electronic communication did not encourage them to express either their disagreement or verbal aggression through social networks more willingly or behaviour different from the one in reality. However, we must be cautious with regard to these findings due to the methodological characteristics of our research (self-reported data) and potentially socially desirable answers.
CONCLUSION
Stress is increasingly cited as a precondition for the development of a number of psychological problems, from emotional exhaustion, anxiety, excessive food consumption, problematic drinking, drug abuse, professional burnout to depressive disorders (Li, (Mihajlović et al., 2008) .
A number of studies that dealt with Internet use in promoting mental health have showed encouraging preliminary results. The work of various support groups whose activities are implemented throughout the Internet has proved to be successful in the recovery of patients suffering from post-traumatic syndrome (Amstadter et al., 2009 ), Alzheimer's dementia (Brennan, Moore, & Smyth, 1995) , eating disorders (Eichhorn, 2008) , and depression (Thomas, Lisa & Daniel, 2002) . This role of the Internet should be exploited more because cyberspace may be regarded as a fertile ground for educational, preventive and counselling services.
Since there is a delicate balance between the agents that trigger stress reaction and those that alleviate it, the contents that entertain and relax Internet users may be significant for stress reduction, but they may also represent a potential risk for the development of new sources of stress. It is evident that the participants perceive the Internet as a place where they can obtain some credible information, a fun place where they feel less lonely, a place through which they can receive social support, a place that is always available (Leung, 2007) . Nevertheless, some warning findings imply that users' profiles of our sample are similar to those of individuals with Internet (Hinić, 2008; Hinić, 2011) . Studies have shown social anxiety to be significantly associated with excessive use of virtual social communities, especially the one with a compensation function (Bodroža et al., 2008) . As with other defence mechanisms against unwanted contents and thoughts, if the abovementioned strategies do not develop in realistic and practical actions with an aim to overcome initial stress events, these behaviours may be transformed into an additional source of stress (Hinić, 2014) . The results of research on college students support the thesis that stressful life events contribute to Internet use disorder indirectly through avoidant coping style (especially self-blame, fantasy, withdrawal, rationalisation), and lower scores on the problem-seeking subscale (Li et al., 2009) . A similar study on adolescent population has shown that the relationship between stressful life events and Internet use disorder also varied with adolescents' temperament (effortful control and sensation seeking), and adolescents' maladaptive, unrealistic or all-or-nothing cognitions about Internet use (Li, Zhang, Li, Zhen & Wang, 2010).
Our results are a good starting point for further exploration of these issues, particularly in the promotion and maintenance of mental health of the student population.
Limitations and suggestions for future research
The main limitation to the current study is sampling. The sample was not nationally representative (it included only health care students from one university), which can limit generalisation to other student subpopulations.
We did not formally assess stress levels because this will be the task of a future study which will measure stress levels of individuals who use or do not use the Internet for stress reduction. In future studies it would be useful to distinguish between chronic and acute stressors, since social coping may differ based on the nature of the stressor. Similarly, although it seems that our evidence suggests online stress-reduction through the emotion-focused and avoidance strategies, it would be also useful to further investigate the use of these and other strategies (e.g. problem-focused strategy) in Internet and social network users, employing an instrument which directly measures these strategies.
Finally, on the basis of previous findings, we could expand the existing claims about the causes of Internet use and present a hypothetical model to be verified in future studies, in which confirmatory factor analysis should substantiate the existence of the proposed latent dimensions of Internet use in individuals who perform stress reduction in this way. In addition to the instrumental needs (e.g. search for information), the second dimension comprises the need for fun and emotional relief, while the social dimension apparently includes the maintenance of existing relationships (with friends and family) and the need to build up new relationships and expand the existing social support network.
